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INTRODUCTION
From the beginning of time society has had some type of
apprenticeship system in its midst.

The apprenticeship

system has been carried on by apprentices who are people
actually engaged in learning a trade or art.

In return for

instruction the apprentice agreed to work for his master a
certain length of time without pay or for reduced pay.
The above is a definition of an apprentice which many
people would never connect with our modern society, but
through the ages and to the present apprenticeship has played
an important part in our society.
In this paper the writer attempted to trace the development of society and the apprenticeship system with particular
interest to the parallelism between the two in their
development.

Brief History of the Apprenticeship System
and Society Before 1600
Ever since the beginning of time man's main objective
has been self preservation.

Society has continually advanced

from one plateau to another with one society remaining stagnant for longer periods than the other.

During these periods

of stagnation one society would advance or surpass the other.
Self preservation has always been man's greatest goal and consciously or unconsciously he has used some type of apprenticeship to achieve this goal.

From the beginning of time he has

had to fight the elements of nature and animal plus other
elements inflicted by fellow-man.

Society has always existed

and man has been plagued by its never ending demands.

Start-

ing with the simplest form of society man has been striving
to improve his living conditions which in turn advances
society making i t a merry-go-round, but at the same time raising the standard of living.
The advance of primitive people from the hunting or the
pastoral stage of existence was accompanied by revolutionary
changes in the home, industrial, military, and social life.
The character, ideals, customs, beliefs, and training of the
people suffered gradual, but important, transformation as an
inevitable result of new work, discipline, and experience
which exert silent, but constant pressure upon each and every
individual member of the primitive horde.

As the means
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employed by the members of society in acquiring a living were
improved, institutions, customs, and social conventions underwent radical changes.
The earliest form of industry was the making of tools,
weapons, utensils, clothing, and shelter needed and invented
by primitive man.

The learning by the young to make such

needed articles was the earliest form of industrial education.
Little is known of man's earliest efforts to make useful
objects because only those artifacts made of durable materials
have survived the many thousands of years during which it is
believed man has existed.

However, the objects of stone,

clay, bone, copper, and bronze that have been found are suf ficient in number and variety to enable the archaeologist and
the anthropologist to reach important conclusions concerning
the culture of prehistoric races.

From all that is known of

prehistoric man, it seems clear that there is a vital relationship between his ability to make useful things and his
progress toward civilization.

His ability to make useful or

ornamental objects ts conditioned by the success of each
generation in transmitting acquired skills and knowledge.
The Development of the Middle Class
and Society's Response
Ever since the existence of man in all parts of Europe
and other areas of the world, there have been social classes
which have been regulated in every case according to wealth.
In every country society has passed through many periods of
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change, but until recent years, when a man was born into one
social class it was very unlikely he would ever advance from
one class to another.

A person might move from his class to

the next higher plateau, but it was very seldom an individual
would advance beyond the next higher class.

An example of

this was in the times of the serfs in Europe.
"If a serf's daughter married someone outside the
manor or his son entered a school or learned a
trade he was forced to make a payment to the lord
of his manor. "1
The artisans or craftsmen have probably never been members of the upper class, but they did develop the middle
class during the times of the Middle Ages.

Before this time

there was only the upper and lower class, but with the growth
of towns the craftsmen turned to production for sale which
put many of them into the category of merchants who by buying
raw materials, producing articles and selling them gained
wealth making it possible for them to build homes comparable
to the rich and enjoy many luxuries available only by the
rich before this time.

These craftsmen continued to pass on

their skills by a means of apprenticeship which was not identical to the old system, but it did have many of its attributes
and was characteriaed by the following:
"(l) The indentures which bound master and apprentice together for a term of years. (2) The contract
in which the master agreed to initiate the apprentice
in the mysteries of his trade. (3) The custom of

1. R. o. Hughes, The Making Q,[ Today's World, (Allyn
and Bacon, Inc.), 188.

-4-

the apprentice to lodge in the house of his master.
This system ensured three principles essential to
social well-being: (A) The youth of the countr~
was under control up to the age of 21 years. (B)
The control was paternal in character and inspired
by a living and individual interest. (c) Each
youth as he crossed the threshold of manhood found
opening out for him a career for which he had been
especially trained. Evils crept into the system
but the system recogni2ed and made provisions for
the efficient discipline and training of the
youth. 112
As early as 1601 society demanded that the poor receive
some type of training which caused the passing of the Poor
Law, making it lawful for church wardens and overseers to
apprentice pauper children.

The purpose of this type of

apprenticeship was not so much to secure for these children
instruction in a trade as it was to see that they were provided with board and clothing under a responsible guardian.
Such children were usually "bound out" until they were 21
years of age.
After the close of the seventeenth century parents sometimes stipulated that the apprentice be taught reading and
writing.

About 1715, stipulations that boys be allowed to

attend writing schools were frequent in sections of Europe.
Mothers and guardians often valued the non-technical training
schools and general training more than the technical training.

2. A Cyclo9edi~ Q.f. Education, (New York, The MacMillan
Company, 1915), 149.

-~

Society and the Apprenticeship System
in the Colonies
Most of the first people to settle in the new world were
of the poorer classes seeking asylum for many reasons.

Few

of these immigrants were craftsmen of any measure, and the
leaders were quick to realize the need for skilled artisans
and sent word back to Europe for this class of people.

In

most cases they received unskilled immigrants and criminals
from the prisons all over Europe.

Many of these countries

were emptying their jails and prisons of undesirable persons
and forcing them to come to the new world.
Society as described above was a jumble of unwanted
persons, but they quickly divided into classes and accepted
the challenges the new world had to of fer and proceeded to
make a country of their own.
Many of the craftsmen who made the voyage to this country
served periods of servitude working for their master, at the
same time training apprentices to learn their particular
trade.

Many established homesteads and started working on

their own, but a few were travelers moving from one place to
another applying their skills wherever they were needed.
Even here in the colonies, apprenticeship retained the
essential characteristics of apprenticeship in the mother
country, but its scope was broadened.

It became the most

fundamental educational institution of the period.

In the

development it had the advantage of being directly under the
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town and colony authorities for there were no guilds or
crafts organizations as such in the colonies.
As early as 1641, the General Court of the Colony of New
Plymouth passed an act adapting the English Poor Law of 1601
to the needs of the colony.

Under this act a town through

its selectmen would apprentice the children of the poor into
families where they could be better brought up and provided
for.

This care included not only the maintenance but also

the education of apprentices.

In fact, all children whose

education had been neglected were provided for by

'~oor

and

Apprenticeship" legislation.
Throughout the colonial period of American history a
major concern was the ever-present shortage of skilled labor.
It is probable that this lack of ski,lled workers was as much
a cause of the slow development of colonial manufactures as
were the many restrictions placed upon the production of
finished products by the British Parliament.

The colonists

constantly evaded the Parliamentary restrictions, but they
were never able to find among their citizens enough trained
workers to meet the ever-growing demand for such skilled labor.
Many efforts, for the most part ineffective, were made
to meet the need for trained labor.
"In 1640, the town authorities of Massachusetts
were considering ways to teach all boys and girls
spinning. Two flax houses were built in Jamestown,
Virginia and two children from each county were
sent there to learn carding, spinning and knitting
to better educate, the youth for profitable trades
and manufactures, and in 1663 each county had such
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a house. Pennsylvania provided the teaching of
useful trade or s'/rf,11 to all children twelve
years of age so that all could earn a living if
necessary."3
The chtef reliance, however, for providing skilled
workers was apprenticeship.

The main purpose of colonial

apprenticeship was to increase the number of skilled workers
and not to protect the standards of the crafts as was true
of medieval apprenticeship.
Apprenticeship was regarded not only as necessary and
an appropriate means of entering a trade, but as a means of
preventing pauperism and providing poor relief; therefore,
all children not having estates or other means of maintaining
themselves were obliged to engage in some form of useful
occupation.

The children of the very poor were bound out by

the officials of the town and the children of parents of
moderate means voluntarily entered into apprenticeships.
There were, therefore, two classes of apprentices--the voluntary and the forced.

The former apprenticed themselves to

masters who were qualified to teach them the trades they
desired to learn but the latter were, in the earlier colonial
period, placed with those who would see that they did not
become public charges and little attention seems to have been
given to the matter of vocational training.

Later when these

3. Arthur B• .Mays, The Problem Q.f. Industrial Education,
(The Century Co., 1927), 47.
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children became the object of town and colonial legislation,
masters were required to train them for trades.
In the New Plymouth and Massachusetts Bay colonies early
ordinances required the town authorities to take children and
servants away from neglect.ful parents and masters and apprentice them to citizens who would properly attend to their
education and training.

The colonies thus made apprentice-

ship a genuine educational institution which was in effect
compulsory for all children.
Besides being a method of education and/or poor relief,
apprenticeship was frequently used as a penalty for idleness
or as a punishment .for debt.
Apprenticeship Chief Educational
Institntion o.f the Time
Apprenticeship was the chief educational opportunity for
the youth of the time.

Up to the nineteenth century the

majority of the people even in most of the progressive nations
received very little or no schooling.

Through apprenticeship

the youth received non-technical as well as technical training.
He was given a general preparation for moral, religious, and
civic duties while learning the practice and the mysteries of
his craft.

The mysteries were more or less different for

each craft, but they included such recipes, rules and the
applications of science, mathematics and art as were required.
In certain crafts, when the apprenticeship was for a period
longer than seven years, or when the successful following of
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the craft required it, the apprenticeship agreement provided
for certain schooling.

In some of the guilds the masters

were fined if they did not teach their apprentices to read
and write.
Though the social life to this time was generally characteri2ed by moral laxity the apprentice was required to live
by rules aimed at the highest standards of the community.
Apprenticeship was a most effective restraining and
socializing agency during a pericc of history when the social
and political life was loosely organized.
The Industrial Revolution
Long before the Industrial Revolution certain defects in
the apprenticeship system of education
had become apparent.

'~abor

and learning"

The tradesmen in the medieval towns were

both artisans and merchants, each conducting his own factory
and offering his goods for sale.

As soon as the master

became merely an employer and turned over the management of
his apprentices to journeymen, and especially when he kept
from Jive to ten apprentices to every journeyman, the old
family relationship between master and apprentice, which had
been similar to that of father to son, necessarily was lost,
and with it a vital factor of the early system.

The small

shop then became more like a factory in its organization, and
the tendency was to employ each workman chiefly on the thing
he could do most skillfully.

In many cases apprenticeship
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was so long that the apprentice lost interest in his work
because he was paid no more to work than to remain idle.
The introduction of machinery, followed by the subdivision of many trades, made the seven years of apprenticeship no longer necessary or desirable.
to learn a single process.

The employee had only

li'urther, the concentration of

work into factories led to a decrease in the number of
apprentices employed, owing to a repugnance of parents to
send their children away from home, and it was not until wages
of adult artisans had been reduced very considerably that
other than adult labor was employed to any extent in mills.
Power-driven machines soon destroyed the home as a unit
of production, forcing .fathers, sons, and other .family workers
to leave the household and perform their duties in factories.
This destruction of the home as a basic unit of production
launched a revolution in human relations that altered every
basic institutional structure serving man in Europe and
America.

The introduction of power-driven machines not only

started the trend toward the complex highly specialized mass
production of the modern world, but also almost destroyed the
old type family life.

It altered man's concept of religious

values, redefined the .functions of our governmental and educational institutions, and gave rise to a multitude of problems.
between government and citizens, labor and capital, employers
and employees, and consumers and producers.

In brief, indus-

trialization is a major factor in every one of the i,mportant
current social problems confronting American Society.

-11The British Parliament established compulsory apprenticeship in 1814, but already the system had collapsed.

Even

when the children in these factories were still called apprentices they were, for the most part, mere "hands" working under
a system of child labor exploitation instead of a system of
apprenticeship.

The cruelty and social wastefulness of this

system both in England and America was gradually recognized
and conditions slowly improved.
With the changes in industry wrought by the coming of
the factory system, it was inevitable that corresponding
changes must come in the system of schooling, and so there
developed Sunday schools, part-time schools, factory schools,
and continuation schools for factory workers.
Under the conditions of modern industry the significance
of apprenticeship could no longer be assured.

The increase

in the size of workshops made impossible the personal relations
between the master and apprentice.

For the personal relations

there was substituted the cash bond between the capitalist and
the wage earner.

The division of labor and the tendency to

separate boy's work from man's work not only prevented but
rendered unnecessary an all-round training in various departments of a trade.

With the disappearance of the paternal

relation, neither employer nor employee had any desire to bind
himself to the other for a prolonged period.

And so, except

where conditions were favorable, in rural districts, in favorable trades, and small towns the apprenticeship system

-12gradually but surely began to decay.

The decay of appren-

ticeship was affected by the congregation of communities into
towns where the boy was employed in mills and factories, and
was put to work at one speciali2ed process and nothing more,
and by the attempted limitation of apprentices by trade unions
where it could be affected.

The result was that the youth of

the nation rapidly degenerated physically, while educationally
they were destitute.
The old system of apprenticeship, which was essentially
personal in character, has to be altered to be made adaptable
to modern industrial conditions.

The impersonal nature of

large institutions and scheme of production made highly complex
by

a division of functions unknown before the factory era are

the factors which made the old type of apprenticeship unsatisfactory for the modern times; yet industry and labor are trying to preserve the essential elements of the old apprenticeship system under the new conditions.
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SUMMARY

From the beginning of time man has lived in a society
where the different classes are determined by wealth in one
form or another.

Man has had to fight continually against

nature and the problems of life to stay alive and gain the
necessary wealth to be classified according to his likings or
capability.

From the earliest time man has used some form of

apprenticeship to pass on his skills to the next generation
so they could maintain their social standing with the possi-

bility of improving themselves.

At first it probably started

as an unconscious imitative process where the young would
watch their mother or father and learn the techniques of their
parents.

During this time the term social class was probably

never heard of but judging from our society and records if a
person lived during those times he could probably have distinguished the different classes.
By

the time of the middle ages society was definitely

divided into the upper and lower class, probably with many
subdivisions of each.

The artisans, who before this time

were members of the lower class gained wealth by purchasing
raw materials, producing finished products and selling them,
were able to form a new class called the middle class because
they had more than the lower class but not quite as much as
the upper class.

During this period of forming the middle

class there were two recognized roads to success, one for the
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rich and one for the middle and lower class, the rich often
went through the stages of page-squire-knight and the middle
and lower class went through the stages of apprenticejourneyman-master craftsman.

Actually both were a form of

apprenticeship.
Before the year 1600 apprenticeship was used mainly to
prepare the youth for a trade, but with the forming of towns
it became necessary for society to make provisions for the
training of the poor, which was handled mainly by church
wardens and overseers.

Many parents often valued the

non-technical training more than the technical training.
Many of the people migrating to the new world were not
craftsmen, they were people seeking asylum for one reason or
another.

At first society was a jumble, but the people

quickly divided into classes and set to the task of conquering the new world.

The craftsmen, who did come to the new

world were in great demand, many served periods of servitude
and established homesteads of their own while others were
roaming the countryside applying their skills.

Actually the

apprenticeship system became the most fundamental educational
institution of the period.
Many o.f the colonies were quick to pass laws where the
poor could be apprenticed to artisans to receive training in
a trade.

In fact, all children whose education had been

neglected were provided for by colonial legislation.
Many of these colonies who were constantly faced with
the shortage of skilled labor made attempts to meet their needs
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by establishing training centers of one type or another.
Some of these projects were successful but many failed.
At times besides being a method of education and of
poor relief, apprenticeship was frequently used as a penalty
for idleness or a punishment for debt.
Apprenticeship was a most effective restraining and
socializing agency during a period of history when the social
and political life was loosely organized.
The apprenticeship system was well adapted to the social
and economic conditions of the time, but with the approach of
the Industrial Revolution certain defects were apparent in
the system because as soon as the master became merely an
employer the old family relationshtp, which was a vital /actor
of the old system, was lost.

The craftsman began to lose his

value and a man was employed chiefly for the thing he could
do most skillfully.
With these changes in industry, wrought by the coming of
the factory system, it was necessary for changes to come in
the system of schooling so Sunday schools, part-time schools,
and many other were developed.
The old system which was practical at a time when industry
was carried on on a small scale was not adaptable to modern
industry but they are making the necessary changes in the
system to make it applicable to modern society.
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